Profile of China’s Middle Class

Li Chunling

Since the beginning of this century a social group with higher levels of income and
educational and occoupational prestige has been emerging in Chinese cities. In the popular
media it 5 known as the middle class. Liven though peopie dispute the exact definition of
the term middle class, there is no doubt that this group exists in China and is expanding
gquickly.

The group has attracted incressing attention from the public, business leaders, and
policymakers, as well as from researchers in seciology, economics, and polities,
Sociologists especially have had a long-standing interest in the group and have discussed
many aspects of it However, because this middle class is newly emerging and its
boundaries and attributes are unciear, these discussions provide very different, sometimes
conadictory, descriptions of China’s middle clags. This chapler, based on data from
several national surveys, attempts to present a general profile of China’s middle class by
elucidating the competing Chinese definitions and assessments of the middle class.

Hased on a general description of Ching’s middle class, the chapter deals with two
important issues concerning the Chinese middle class. The first is definttional, The existing
hterature on the Chinese middie class containg various definitions of middle class, which
provide very dilferent pictures,” These disparate understandings of China’s middie class
reflect the uncertain condition and ambiguous boundary of this newly emerging group.
Further, this definitional confusion has seriously disrupted research mto China’s middle
class. The chapter distinguishes the various definitions, ilustrates their exact meanings, and
proposes a soctological concept of the middle clags that can be accepted by u consensus of
Chinese sociclogists.

The second issue involves a sociological debate over the Chinese middie class, s the
Chinese middle class only a statistical category based on certain criteria such as incorme,
education, and occupation? Or is it a real class in the sociological sense with sociopolitical

homogeneities? This would mean that 1is members have developed a coherent identity, a
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class culture, and sociopolitical attitudes and vaiues and have prob-ably taken some class
action. By delining the components of the Chinese middie class and describing its
characteristics, this chapter examines the homogeneities or heterogeneities of the alleged
middle elass so as to assess the possibility of the formation of a true class,

This study is based on data from a variety of svurces, including the rational census
(1982, 1990, and 2000) and a ! percent population survey (2005) conducted by the
Nationa! Bureay of Statistics; & household income survey o  Chinese cities (1988, 1995,
and 2002) conducted by the Institute of Feonomics at the Chingse Academy of Social
Seiences: a national survey on social structure change {2001); the China General Social
Survey (2006); and the Beijing Middle Class Survey (2007) carried out by the Institute of

Sociology al the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.”
Emergence of the Middle Class

Discussion of the middle ¢lass in the Chinese academic commum ity first began in the
mid-1980s, but few peaple considered it to be a fruly existing entity unfif the beﬂmnmg of
this century.” Only over the last decade have most Chinese people begun 0 T€LD$}J’I]/L (e
emergence of a middle class, owing to the cumulative effects of the fast socioeconomic

develop-ment of recent decades.

Eccnomic and income Growih

Sabie and fast economic growth over the last few decades provided a foundation

for the cmergence of China’s middle class. Figure ! illustrates China’s GDP growth and
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income growth in recent decades, In 1978 China’s GDP was only 364.5 billion
Chinese yuan, but it reached 21,087.1 billion yuan by 2006, nearly fifty-eight times
the 1978 figure. The average annual economic growth over these twenty-eight vears
was more than 13 percent. Alongside this fast economic growth, per capita family
meome also ncreased significantly. In 1978 per capita family income for urban
areas was only 3424 vuan, but by 2006 1 had nereased to 11,759.5 vuan, a
thirty-four-fold increase.

Urbanization

Urban expansion and an increase in the urban population atforded favorabie
conditions for the emergence of a middie class in China. In 1978 there were only
193 cities in China. By 2007 the number had increased (o 651 The urban
poputation increased steadily during this period, as shown in Figure 2. It increased
from 173 miflion in 1978 to 594 million in 2007, However, the rural population in
China still remains very large. Today about 55 percent of the population lives in

~rural  areas. Most of them have low incomes. low educational levels, and
digadvantageous living conditions. Because of such a huge rural population, the
middie class is still a small proportion of China’s national popuiation despite

growing very quickly in cities.
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Figure 2 Urbanization of China, 1978~2007
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Higher Education and White-Collar Jobs

The expansion of higher education and the growth in white-collar jobs have -alse

stimutated fhe rise of the middle class in China. Figure 3 shows the trend ol expansion of
higher education in China between 1990 and 2007. Since 1999, when the government
announced a policy to vastly expand higher education enrollment, the number of the
coilege students and the opportunities to pursue higher education have increased sharply.
Over the live years following 1999, the number of college stu-dents increased four times,

and the opportunity to pursue higher educa-tion almost doubled.
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Figure 3 College Students Before and After 1999 Policy Change, China, 1990-2087

At the same time, the number of persons with higher education among the populatien
has heen ncreasing significantly. In the 1980s, among the popuiation over éightecn years
old, only about | percent nation-wide and 11 percent in cities had received higher education.
In 2005 the percentages had increased to 7 pefcen{ and 17 percent, respectively. Moreover,
China has witnessed a corresponding increase in the num-her of white-coliar employees. In
1982 about 7 percent of the national popuiation over gighteen years old held while-collar
jobs. By 2005 this percentage had increased to 12 percent. Figure 4 shows the merease of
the population with white-collar jobs and higher education. These people constitute the
major part of the new middle class, and expansion of this group implics an enfargement of

the middle class.
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Definitions of Middie Class

Who makes up the middie class? What is the actual definition of middle class? These
are highly controversial questions in China. There are many different and conflicting
definitzons. Usually four criteria are used to define the middle class in China. The first is
income. A member of the middie class should be a persen with relatively high and stable
income. The second criterion 1s cccupation. A member of the middie class should be a
person holding a professional or managerial job. The third eriterion 18 education. A
middie-class person should have recetved a higher education, The fourth criterion is
consumption. A member of the middie class should be able to afford a comforiable fifestyle
and should enjoy a retatively high standard of living,

Al present, there are at least three major perspectives of the middle class m China: the
public image of the middle class, the government’s official description of the middle class,
and sociologists™ definition of the middle class. Each version highlights one or two of the
criteria men-tioned above, Different concepts of middle class can denote quite diverse
social groups. In addition, there is large disparity in the size of China’s middle class

depending on the definition,
Public mage of the Middle Class

The public image of the nuddie class was initially derived from advertisements for real

estate, automobiles, and other expensive com-modities.” These advertisements, printed in
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newspapers and maga-zines, featured beautiful pictures of these commodities and the
people enjoying them. Expensive commodities therehy became a symbol of the middle
ciass. TV dramas, novels, and other mass culture phenom-ena further elaborated and
enriched this image of the middle class predicated upen the consumer hehaviors and

lifestyles of the rich.” 1t contributed to a Chinese impression of the middle class consisting

of business people, managers, and intellectual elites with very high incomes and consumer

habits.

By this definition, consumption is the decisive eriterion to distinguish the middle class
from other classes. The middie class is expected (o be able to afford large houses. luxurious
cars, and other expensive goods. They wear name-brand suits, work in modern office
buildings, go abroad for holidays, invest in the stock market, angd send their chitdren to
study abroad. This image of middie class created by the public media and business people
has become the dominant definition of middle class in China,

H is very different from the concept of middie class in Western societ-ies, where
middle class usually means regular people in the middie of the socineconomic hierarchy. in
Chimi, however, the middle class is considered by the public o be a special group with
quite high socioeconomic status. By the sociological definition, discussed below, these
peopie belong the upper class or upper-middle class. According to the public definition. the
size of China’s middle class is very small, usualfy thought to be less than § percent of the

wtal population.
Government's Definition of the Middle Ciass

China’s authorities have long disliked the term middle class for political reasons, The
term was almost prohibited from formal publications during 1990s. This was because the
term had acquired political connota-tions when it was relerenced by liberal scholars during
the 1980s. At the time, middle ciass mainly denoted private entrepreneurs. a newly
emerging social group in the 1980s, which developec guickly in the 1990s. Liberal
inteliectuals thought the growth of this social group would bring about political changes,
such as political democratization. Accordingly, authorities have continued to deem the
middle class a threat to the exist-ing poiitical system.”

In the late 1990s a few influential sociologists argued that & large middle class was one
of the general characteristics of modemn societies and could be a stable force, not an
unstable force, for society.” These sociological arguments have become more prevalent
gince the late 1990s and seem to have gradually convinced Chinese policymakers that a

rising middle ciass could be a positive element in maintaining political stability. These
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sociologists especially stressed that the growth of the middle class would help to reduce the
income gap, which the state considered to be one of Chinese society’s mosl serious
problems, one that could even trigger potitical unrest, ‘
Although political leaders seemed to partly accept this view, they have remained
distrustful of the middle ciass. They continue to prefer the term middle-income stratum
te the term middie class. In November 2002, Hang Zemin, then secrelary general of the
TChifese Communist Party (CCP), stated in his report to the Sixteenth National Party
Congress that “expanding the middle-level-income group™ was one of the policy targets
of the government. Some analysts considered this statement to be a signal that the
government would make an effort to develop the middle class, or middle stratum, as
defined by the income criterion. But the question arose, how much income makes a
person a member of middle class? It is difficult to reach a consensus view, Some believe
that i a person has an annual income of $5,000 or higher he is a member of the middle
class. But others think $30,000 should be the baseline. This ts clearly a huge difference,
Large disparities of income between wrban and rural areas and among regions have
made it impessible o arrive al a nationwide standard of income to deline the middie

class.
Sociological Concept of the Middle Ciass

Chinese socivlogists tend to favor a definition of middle class different from the public
and government definitions. They think the public’s image of the middle class only
describes the upper stratum of the middie class, Ordinary members of the middie class in
China do not have high incomes and costly consumption habits; they cannot afford
luxurious cars and large houses. Sociologists think that the concept of a middle stratum
defined by income alone differs essentially from the concept of a middle class. They point
out that such an income group includes diverse people, for whom it is impossible 1o
deveinp a shared class identity, class consciousness, or class culure,

Thus sociologists usually deline the middle class based on oecupa-tional clagsification
and employment status. Following the traditional class theories of neo-Markism and
neo-Weberism, sociclogists tend w highlight the divisions between employers and
employees, as well as those between manual labor and mental jabor.® The distinction
hetween white-collar workers and blac-collar workers 15 believed to be a critical division
between the middle class and the working class.”

Property ownership 1s another important criterion to divide the middle class from the

upper, capitalist, class, Large owners fall in the upper class, Midsized or small property




‘ ﬁ«___

owners and self-employed people are middle class. The problem for socivlogists is that if
all white-collar work-ers are members of middle class then the size of China’s middie class
should be very large. Indeed, it would encompass up to 30 percent of the total national
population. Obvicusly, nobody believes the Chinese middle class is this large. Furthermore,
most white-collar workers deny that they belong to the middle class because they feel they
are far from experiencing the sociveconomic conditions a member of middle class should
enjoy.

To soive this probiem, sociologists propose adding another crite-rion-such as
education, income, or consumption-to the definition of the middle class. However, different
criteria adopted by different sociologists resuit in huge disparities in the estimated size of
the middle class, which range from 4 percent o 25 percent. Correspending percentages of

the urban middle class range from 8 percent to 50 percent.'”’

Composition of the Middie Class

Although Chinese sociologists have not arrived at a consistent definition of the middle
class, most of them think that it includes various subciasses. They find the subclasses of the
middie class to have differ-ing economic conditions, living standards, and sociopolitical
attitudes. Some sociologists prefer the plural, middle classes, to the singular, middie class.
They argue that distinguishing different middle classes is as important as distinguishing the
middle class from the working class or from the upper class. When talking about the
economic conditions and sociopotitical characteristics of the middle class, we should be
mindful of these differences. A framework outlining the heterogeneous composition of the

Chinese middie class will help to clarify its characteristics.
Four Subclasses of the Middle Class

There are four social groups that most Chinese sociologists consider to be the major
components of China’s middle clags.!! One group is pri-vate entreprencurs, whom some
refer to as the capitalist class. " Another group consists of professionals, managers, and
government officials; it is sometimes called the new middle class. A third group, known as
the old middle class, is composed of small employers, small business ewners, and the
self-employed, The fourth group, or the marginal middle class, consists of low-wage
white~coilar and other workers.

This classification of the middle classes is derived from John H. Goldthorpe’s class
scheme, one of the most popular classifications of contemporary societies.” Table i

iltustrates the similaritics between Goldthorpe’s class scheme and that of the author.

RN




Tabic 1 Four Subclasses of the Middie Class, Two Classifieation Methods

Goldthorpe's middle-class subclasses Author's middle-class subelasses for China

1 Higher grade professionals 1. Capitalist (employers with 20 or more employees)

I Lower grade professionals

[}

. New middle class

53

Va  Small employers with emplayees 3. 0fdd middle class

IVh  Small emplovers without employees

Ma  Routine nonmanoal eroployees 4. Marginal middle class

b Personal service workers

YV Technicians and supervisors Addendum

Via  Skilled workers Waorking class

Viia  Semiskilied and nonskilled workers

Ve Farmers Farmers/{arm labor

Source: Jobn . Goldihorpe, Secia! Mobility and Class Strusture in Modern Britain (Oxfovd: Clarendon Press, 1987);
also see Hsin-liuang Michael Hisan, ed.. East Asian Middle Classes in Comparative Perspective (Taipei Institule of

Hihnology Academia Sinica, 1999).

The new middle class is the subelass of the middle class that might have the most
significant influence on the direction of sociopolitical change in China. Its members occupy
important positions in the social, political, and economic fields, Their instisutional
afliliations provide them with access o policymakers and elite groups, However, the
insti-tutional segmentation between the public and private sectors continues to divide the
new middle class into two parts. One part is the group of officials, professionals, and
managers  in the public sector, including  state-owned  enterprises, governmental
organizations, and institutions funded or controiied by the government. Another part are
professionals and managers in the private sector. The public sector group differs from its
counterpart in the private scctor in terms of its social, economic, and political
characteristics.

Private entreprencurs, or the capitalist class, is an active actor in the economic field
and might become a politically actor in the future. Actu-ally, this group has been increasing
in its political influence, especially at the local jevel. But its influence has been restrained
by the central govern-ment, because top CCP leaders remain suspicious of this group’s
political loyalty. Both sociologists and the public consider the new middle class and the
capitalist class to be typical of China’s nuddie class.

As for the other two subclasses-old middle class and the marginal middle class-
although most of the pubfic does not think they count as middle class, sociologists deem

them lo exist between the working class and the typical middle class. Although the
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socioeconomic status of these two groups appears to be lower than that of the new mddle
class and the capitalist class, some ol their members wifl probably join the new middle
class or the capitalist class in the future. The marginal middle class is considered to be
younger than other middle-class subclasses and 10 have higher educational attainment,
more democgatic consciousness, and greater capacity for political participation. This
subciass has lately gained a high profile in fhe media, mass culure, and on the fnternet.
They are the most active participants i grassroots social movements and display much
more potitical iiberalism than the new middle class, Some analysts imply that Chsa’s
middle-class mainstream. a relatively politically conservative group, might change wlhien

these young people become more dotninant.

Growth of the Middle Class

Table 2 lists the percentages of the wban population aged sixteen 1o sixly composing
the four subclasses of the middle class- the capital-ist class, the new middle class, the old
middle class, and the marginal middie class-over the period 1982 to 20006. Even though the
different methods of classification used across these various data sets means that one
canmot reach a perfectly precise estimation, the overall growth trend is clearly reflected in

these data.

&1 Share of the Four Sube ¢ of the Middle Class, Urban China

Percant

Year g Capitabist New middle Old middie Marginal middle [Working "
1982 .40 13.9 0.1 197 06.3
1488 0.1 7.2 a2 238 587
1990 3.5 19.6 22 194 7.8
1995 4.6 221 5.5 26,6 452
2001 1.5 16.6 LA 332 38.4
2002 it 236 i1 291 35.1
2005 1.6 20 2.7 314 363
2006 0.6 188 9.6 254 357

Source:

4. Percemages for 1982, 1990, and 2005 we caleulated [rom census dats and the § percent population survey.

Percentages for 1988, 1995, and 2002 are devived from the househiold income survey of Chinese cities. Percentages [or
2001 and 2006 are from the national survey of soctal srusture change und the China Genernl Social Survey (2006) these
duts inchede cilies snd towns (with @ lower percentage of new middle class and 1 fgher percentage ol old middle ciass).
Cihers are data of cities.

b The working cluss is not accerding to the eriteria, part ol the middle elass.
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From 1982 to 2006 the new middie class increased by roughly 10 percentage points.
The old middle class was almost nonexistent in the carly 1980s but by 2006 was nearty 20
percent. This fast growth of the old middle class is one of the most significant
characteristics of the development of Chinese middle class. In most Western countries
expansion of the new middle class has been Tollowed by a diminution of the oid middie
ciass. In Mainland China, however, the old middle class and new middle class have
expanded simultanecusly. Actually, the number of the old middle class in many midsized
and smiall cities, especially towns, is larger than that of the new middle class,

The marginal middie class has also developed quite rapidly. Its percentage increased
by about 1) percentage points during this period. The capitalist class first emerged during
this period, but its percentage remains small compared o other classes. The tise of the
middle class has resulted in a significant shrinking of the working class, which decreased
by about 30 percentage points over the period.

The middie class accounted for about 64 percent of the urban popula-tion in 2006, 1
we exclude about 3 percent of the elite class and add in the farmer population in rural areas,
the urban middle class is about 60 percent; the country’s middle class is about 30 percent.
However, it we use the more strict definition of middie class-that composed of only the
new middle class and the capitalist class-the percentages of middle class among the urban

. . v - g
population and the nationat population are, respec-tively, about 18 percent and 9 percent.”

Distribution of the Middle Class

Ag a newly rising class, China’s middle class has some distingl charsc-teristics in
terms of ity demography and socioeconomic situation.

Sector and Occupation. China's middic class has been emerging amid wemendous
changes in the country’s economic conditions, namely, the transformation from a planned
economy to a market economy. Previ-ously almost all employees worked in the public
sector. In 1982, for instance, all members of the new middle class and the marginal middle
class worked in the public seetor, and the capitalist class and old middle class did not exist
{Table 3). As aresult of the cconomic marketization since the 1980s, the capitalist class and
the old middle class began to appear in the private sector. They became the new elements
of the middle class.

At the same tme, members of the new middie class and the marginal middie class
gradually transferred info the private sector. However, most of the new middle class (62.2
percent) and the margmal middle class (54.2 percent) siifl work in the public sector. This

has resulted in an important feature of China’s middle class: public sector members have a
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closer retationship with the state than private sector members because they depend on the
state for their socioeconomic well-heing. Some of them, especially the upper new middle
class, exert strong influences on policymaking and public opinion.

Table 3 Share of the Middle Class, Two Subclasses and (ceupation, Urban China, 1982~2006

Percent

Vear New middle closs Marginal middie class New middle class

Public Private Public Private Professional  Administeator Manager
1982 1004 00 LU0 .0
1988 99.6 14 99.6 0.6 6.2 0.7 8.4
L1993 491 0.9 982 1.8 (3.7 123 23.9
2002 §7.0 134 0.9 231 667 12.2 2%
2006 62.2 378 42 45.8 7.2 19.3 1.5

Professionals, managers, and administrators of governmental orga-nizations are the
three major occupations of the new middie class, but their respective percentages have
changed over time. Professionals have accounted for the highest percentage consistently.
although the exact figures have fluctuated. The percentage of administralors, however, has
declined over time. The percentage of managers was the lowest of the new middle class in
1988, increased sharply in 19953, but has since decreased shightly. Its sharp increase in 1995
might be the result of the vapid development of township and villages enterprises in laie
1980s and carly 1990s. The shight decrease after 1995 was probably due to the shrinkage of

these enterprises as well as to the banlcruptey of many state-owned enterprises.

Table 4 Years of Fducation and Age, Middle-Class Subclasses, China, 19882016

Years

Subclasses of the middle class Education Age

LORR 1995 2002 2006 FORY 1995 2002 2006
Capitalist KR 9.7 10.9 138 41.5 41.2 4101 35
MNew niddie 10.4 12.3 13.2 14.9 423 436 41.6 364
Old micdie H.d 8.1 4.2 9.8 351 356 397 383
Margina! nriddle 8.8 16 12.2 139 387 407 39.0 344
{Working]' 1.3 8.5 9.4 9.3 34.8 419 4067 3728

Source: 1. The working class is not, according 1o the eriteria, part of the middle class.

Education, Age, and Sex.

China witnessed a {ast expansion of secondary and tertiary education over the years
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1988 to 2006. As a result, the educational level of the middie class also advanced rapidly
(tabie 4). The years of school for the capitalist middle class increased by 8.0 years, that of
the new middie class by 4.5 years, that of the old middle class by 3.4 vears, and that of the
marginal middie class by 5.1 years In 1988 the capitalists and old middie class had the
towest educational levels, even below that of the working class. By 2006, however, years of
schooling increased areatly, especially those of the capitalist ctass, which was also the class
with most economic capital and least cultural capital in the 1980s and 1990s. Now this
class possesses not only economic capital but also cultural capital. Its average educational
level is now close to that of new middle class.

As for age, the middle class seems to become younger over time, and this is egpecially
frue of the capitahist class, the new middle class, and the margina! middle class, The
average ages of these three groups decreased by about six years from 1988 to 2006, One
plausible reason is that China’s overall workforce has become younger as the age of
retirement has lowered and a tide of new labor has arvived. However, the average age of the
old middle class increased by about three years ever the same period.

The sex ratio of the middle class seems 1o have remained fairly stable over time. Men
have consistently been more represented than women across all subsets of the middie class.
For example, the femate percentage of the new middle class was 38.2 percent in 1988, 309
percent in 1995, 38.4 percent i 2002, and 38.8 percent in 2006. That suggests that it is

difficult to overcome fhe advantaged place of men in the middle class.

Tabic 5 Share of Middle-Cinss Subelasses by Gender, China, 2006

Pereent
New auddie Marginal
Capitalist Professional  Administrator  Manager Gld middle  Marpinal middie  [Working]”
Mule 867 480 §7.5 §2.1 55.0 57.9 539
Female 13.3 520 125 17.8 45.0 42.1 441

Sources a. The working class is not. acvording W the eriteria, past of the middle class.

The figures in Table § show that classes with more power or authority tend to have
higher percentages of men. Indeed, the capitalist class has the highest percentage of men
(86.7 percent). The gender gap in the new middle class is much smalier than that of the
capitalist class because a higher percentage of females than males are professionals. More
than 60 percent of the new middie class is male. However, the new middle class groups
with most authority (administrators and managers) have higher percentages of men than

groups with less authority {professionat},
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Mulbiple ldehtéties of the Middle Class

Simulianeously possessing multiple status identities is a very important feature of
China’s middle class. Very few people self-identily as members of the middle class.
According to the Betjing Middle Class Survey of 2007, among all subsets of Chinese
middle classes-the capitalist class, the new middie class, the old middle class, and the
marginal middle class-only about 10 percent admit that they are members of the middie
class. Furthermore, less than one-third of the new middie class wdentify themselves as
members of the middle class. Indeed most of the people whom sociologists define as
mddle class deny this status, However, they are more willing to admit being members of &
middie straturn. ™ In their view, middle class and middle stratum are different concepts. As
mentioned earlier, members of the middie class are supposed to be per-sons with tngh
tevels of income and consureption. And members of the middie stratum are thought of as

regutar people and not at the extremes of wealth or poverty,

YTable 6 Share of Middie-Class Subclasses by Father’s Class and First Occupation, China, 2601

Percent

Capitalist Neaw middie Old middle  Marginal middie {Working]' {Fasmerf’
Farhar’'s class
Capitalist 0.0 7.4 3.8 8.5 211 587
New middle .0 K] 2.5 77 210 317
O middle ‘ 0.4 .6 1.0 2.7 243 S04
Marginal middie .0 6.5 1.5 226 26.5 329
E‘v\"orking[“ 0.0 7.1 ) 4.8 9.5 46.4
First occupation
Capitahst 21 9.1 8.3 132 1.2 KRR
Wew rniddle 09 371 2.0 237 e (B
O middiz 0 54 5.8 3.2 47.0 361
Marginal middie 0.0 158 1.5 282 4.7 193
Werking]" .0 1.8 i3 7.2 49.8 9.4

Sowrce: o, The working clasy aud the farmer class are oot aecording to the crileria, part ol e middie class,

Family Class Background and First Occupation

As the first generation of the middle class, today’s group includes heterogeneous
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family backgrounds and diversified occupational experiences, which prevent an 1dentical
status identity or class-consciousness from forming. Table 6-6,}ists middie-class members
by their fathers’ class background and by their first jobs. "7 Most members of the capitalist
class and the old middle class are from modest family backgrounds. Nearly 60 percent of
these two classes came from farmer families and more than 20 percent from working-class
familics. Although many of the new middle class come from better-off family backgrounds,
more than half of them are from Farmer and working-class [amilies, Of the middle class asa
whole, 65.3 pereent are from farmer or working-class backgrounds.

Most members of middle class {56.5 percent) held blue-coliar jobs before they entered
the middle class. The first jobs of two-thirds of the capitalist class (67.1 percent) were as
Farmers or blue-collar workers. For the oid middie class, the share is 83.7 percent, For the
marginai middle class, 34.5 percent were farmers or blue-collar workers before they
became middle class. Even among the new middle class, 36.3 percent were [irst farmers or
blug-collar workers,

These two factors-heterogencous family background and diversified occupational
experience, often having a c¢lose relationship to farmers and the working clags-have had
significant impacts on the formation of class identity of China’s middle class. They have
also erected barriers to the development of a middle-class identity and a common

consumption cufture.

Inconsistency between Social Status and Economic Status

One cause of a lack of middle-class status identity is an inconsistency between
members” social status and their economic status, since income and consumption are the
two most imporiant criteria by which the public defines middle-class membership. The
public-and the middle class itself-tend (o think that the middle class should be composed of
high-income garners.

A 2007 study by Li Peilin and Zhang Yi developed a method for determining high
income.® According to their method, persons with an income more than 2.5 times the
average income of an urban area are members of the high-income group. This high-income
group s in closer accord with the public image of the middle class. Using the Chma
General Social Survey data to calculate income, the baseline of the high- income group isa
yearly income of 28,272 yuan. In other words, according to this income definition, persons
with a yearly income of 28272 yuan or greater are middle class, Hased on sociologists’
definition, a very low percentage ol the middle class has an income higher than this

baseline. Table 7 lists the average vearly incomes of the middle class’s four subclasses and
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the percentage ol each thal is above this threshold.

Fxcept for the capitalist class, only a low percentage of the middie classes meet this
income criterion. Less than one-third of the new middle class, less thian one-fitth of the old
middle class, and siightly more than one-tenth of the marginal middie class have yearly
meomes of more than 28,272 yuan. Among the middle class as a whole, onty 18 percent
reaches the income threshold. In addition, onty the average income of the capitalist subclass
is higher than this income baselme; the other three subclasses all have lower average
incomes than this baseline. Based on this proportion, we may estimate that only 11 percent
of the urban poputation and 6 percent of the entire population meet both criteria of middle

class, that is, the sociojogical criterion and the public criterion.

Table 7 Average Yearly Middle-Class Tncome by Middie-Class Subclass, China, 2006

{init as indicated

Persons with yearly income of more than 28272

Class Average yearly meome (yuan) yuan (percent)

Capitalist 44 495" 130

New middie 20,422 283

O middice 18,630 i6.7

Marginal middie 16,971 11.7

Working 11,371 3.7
Bouree:

o Amount s much fess than actual ncome because capitalist class dat are based mostly on small-size enrepreneurs.

&5 The working class is oot according 1o the criteria, part of the middle class.

This dichotomy between social and cconomic status has resulted in a bizarre
phenomenon. Most members of the middie class, as delined by sociologists, deny that they
belong to the middle class and complam about their inability to achieve middle-class Tiving
seandards. At the same time, this is a strong motivating force for the middle class to pursue
their economic interests and strive for such a standard of Tiving. Indeed, more and more
members of the middle class have moved into the high-income group i recent years. Table
g shows an incrcasing percentage of persons and families reaching this income criterion
over tirne. 1 1988 only 0.5 percent of the adult population had incomes higher than 28,272
yuan, and 0.7 percent of urban families had per capita incomes higher than 20,715 yuan.
These figures increased in 20006 to 8.6 percent and 5.8 percent, respectively, in cities and

wowns. Nationwide percentages also increased over Lime.
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Table8 Share of Urban Middle-Class Individuals and Families Making the Average Income,
China, Selected Years, 1988-2006

Percent
Vear inscome, middie-class individual® Per capite income, middie-oiass Family®
Urban area Nationwide Urban area Natianwide

1988 0.5 0.7

1995 0.8 0.8

2 3.4 29 3.4 17
20346 5.6 4.6 38 3.0

Source:

a Percent having vescly income of more than 28,272 vuan. The caleulation includes the price index for each year.
b, Pevcent having per capita yearly income of more than 20,715 yuan (2.5 times of average per capita family income).

The caleuiation Includes the price index for each veat.

Concilusion

The middle class is expanding very rapidly m China. Its expansion has been especially
obvious in income and consumption, but has also recently expanded i the sociopolitical
domain. Since 10 consensus exists on the definition of middle clags, it is hard to estimate
the size of China’s middle class in a definitive way and to clearly describe its
characteristics,

‘There are many different definitions of middie class. In the public and government’s
view, the middle class is mainty considered an mcome group and defined by income and
consumption eriteria. Sociologists prefer to define the middle class based on occupation
and employment. There is 2 major divergence between the income-defined middie class and
the occupation-defined middle class. From a sociological perspective, the income-defined
middle class is the upper part of middle class. But as the middle class emerges, the
mcome-defined middle class has become the image most representative of a middie-class
lifestyle and culture-and wiil hkely remain so.

This diversity of definitions and the vague boundaries may be inevi-table when a
middie class emerges in a society undergoing such rapid changes to its social structure.
How can one estimate the size of this ¢lass under such complicated circumstances? Perhaps
the pragmatic choice 18 o do so using a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods,
while incorporating multiple dimensions and different perspectives.

The sociological definition undoubtedly overestimates the real size of China’s middie
class. Based on occupational classification, it consid-ers ail white-coliar employees,

employers, and self-employed people to be members of the middle class. However, many
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white-coflar workers and self-employed people lack the socioeconemic status that one
would expect of members of the middle class. Some have lower incomes, less education,
and unstable employment.

The public definition of the middle class, defined by high income and consumption,
usually underestimates the size of the middle cinss. The two definitions have narrowed the
gap between their estimations of the size of middle ¢lass, so perhaps combining them wilt
yield a defmition that is broadly accepled. Thus the middle class includes these people:
private entreprenewrs (the capitalist class); professionals, managers, and officials with
stable middle or high incomes {the new middle clags); and some small business awiers or
self-employed persons with stable middle, or high incomes (the oid middle class). This
definition is closest to the real meaning of the concept of middie class. According to such a
defini-tion, the size of the Chinese middle class is 10~12 percent of the national adult
population and 2025 percent of the urban adult population.

The size of the middle class estimated by sociologists, and based on the four-subset
classification (capitalist ctass, new middle ciass, old mid-dle class, and marginal middie
class), is about 30 percent ot the national aduit population and 60 percent of the urban aduli
popuiation, much higher than the percentages of the combined definition. However, such
high percentages may not be compietely unfounded. They may overes-timate the current
situation but may become true in the coming years as long as the economy connues Lo
grow steadily. The income of these four groups, after all, has been increasing significantly

in recent vears. It wili not take long for most members of these four groups to reach the

alleged econenie st

¢ middle class.

Additionaily, the sociofogical classification of the middle class intro-duced by this
chapter is a usefu] framework within which t understand the present situation of China’s
middle ciass, aithough it does admit-tedly overestimate 18 size. China’s middle class s
made up of four major social groups with different socioeconomic characteristics. As a new
and emerging class, it is a heterogeneous group that jacks a shared identity. Most members
of the middle class have close relations with the working class. it scems impossible for
such varied group to become a real class with a coherent identity, culture, and sociopolitical
attitudes and vaiues.

In other countries, the new middle class has led middle-class culture, which sometimes
dominates the entire society’s values. In China like-wise, the new middie class has played a
key rofe in helping to develop a leading cuiture and certain values and political views, Bt
the capitalist class and the old middle class (which run micro enterprises and small

enterprises and are private CAepreneurs and small property owners, most of whom have
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madest backgrounds and low educational tevels), have a very different culture and value
system than the new middle class. .

in addition, the new middie class itself is separated into two groups: public sector and
private sector, These two parts of the new middie class have differing sociopelitical
attitudes, especially concerning the state and its policies. More than haif of the new middle
class is located in the public sector. This part of the middle class has the most influence on
the government’s policies because of their close relationship 1o the govern-ment, but they
are somectimes criticized by members of the middie class because of this perceived
dependence on the authorities,

In summary, muitiple orientations coexist among China’s middle class today, and it

has a long way to go before it forms a homogencous middle-ciass identity and culture.
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